
Irish Review (Dublin)

Ideals In Education A Counterblast
Author(s): E. Creagh Kittson
Source: The Irish Review (Dublin), Vol. 4, No. 42 (Sep. - Nov., 1914), pp. 301-305
Published by: Irish Review (Dublin)
Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/30063332 .

Accessed: 14/06/2014 02:43

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at .
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

 .
JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide range of
content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and facilitate new forms
of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

 .

Irish Review (Dublin) is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and extend access to The Irish Review
(Dublin).

http://www.jstor.org 

This content downloaded from 185.44.78.113 on Sat, 14 Jun 2014 02:43:08 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=irishrevdub
http://www.jstor.org/stable/30063332?origin=JSTOR-pdf
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


IDEALS IN EDUCATION 

A COUNTERBLAST 

By E. CREAGH KITTSON 

THERE is not much encouragement to write about Irish 
education, it is not by any means obvious who is going 
to read what one writes, whether anyone will read it, or 

whether anyone will be interested in it. One may express oneself 
mildly by saying that there is not much enthusiasm on the subject. 
We are, as it is supposed, on the eve of self-government, but there 
is nothing people discuss less than how we are going to gove-n 
ou selves. There is no enunciation of definite ideals around which 
the nation may rally. 

It is with something like relief that one discovers an exception in 
Mr. P. H. Pearse, whose article, "An Ideal in Education," appeared 
in the Irish Review for June. Of Mr. Pearse's efforts to develop 
some real education in this country, and of the noble venture to 
which he has devoted his own life and striking abilities, not many 
readers of this paper will be ignorant. It does not need that I should 
praise him. On the other hand, national education is a subject of 
such enormous extent and complexity that he will scarcely claim to 
have said all that can be said about it in the course of a short article; 
he will perhaps not take it amiss, therefore, if I venture to make 
some reply. It is from every point of view most desirable that the 
matter should be fully discussed; free discussion is in any community 
the most fruitful source of real liberty; and I hope therefore that, 
if there are any other persons in Ireland besides Mr. Pearse and 
myself who take an interest in education, they will not hesitate to 
come forward and express their views in this paper, which at the 
moment is the only medium that can be used for that purpose. 

Mr. Pearse is opposed to a state-controlled system of education; 
he believes that it will lead to irreligion and anarchy. Irish educa- 
tion is not at present state-controlled; it is controlled by irresponsible 
and incompetent " Boards." There is no Irish State, in fact; to 
confuse the anomalous and corrupt system of bureaucratic govern- 
ment under which we have the misfortune to live at present with a 
"state" is to show oneself ignorant of the most elementary principles 
of political science. It is not out of place to remind those who are 
so fond of making parade of their hostility to the State that there 
have been states that have been shining lights in human history, and 
there is no reason why there should not be such states again. The 
State is just what its citizens make it. If most states are bad, 
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if they interfere too much with the liberty of the subject, it does not 
follow that no state can ever be good; it rather means that the ideal 
state is still to be created. If Irishmen are facing self-government 
without any clear conception of what a state ought to be, they are 
certainly at a most grave disadvantage. 

I do not say that it is impossible to create a system of education 
in this country which shall be quite free from control by the state; 
if anybody has any plans for such a system I shall be most deeply 
interested to hear them. But I shall certainly want to ask a great 
number of questions about any such scheme. To me it seems quite 
clear, for reasons so numerous as well as so obvious that I cannot 
possibly go into them here, that the schools of any European country 
at the present day must be, at least in large measure, homogeneous- 
that, there must be a national systlem. In the second place, for 
the carrying on of that system money is necessary; and I cannot see 
where that money is to come from unless it is from the rates and 
taxes paid by the citizens-that is, it must come from the state. And 
that, of course, means some measure of state control. But if the 
urgent demands of the modern world force us to systematise our 
national education, it would be a great mistake for us to assume that 
the resulting system must of necessity be bad. Because we have 
never seen anything but bad systems, it does not follow that a good 
system is impossible. If no nation has yet found the ideal system, 
it is for us to find it. 

I am certainly of opinion that as far as state-control is necessary 
it should be reduced to a minimum; the autonomy of the individual 
school should be as little interfered with as possible. But it would 
be just as easy to err on one side as on the other. No European 
country has opposed state-control in education as long or as strenu- 
ously as England; all her secondary schools were for a long time 
entirely autonomous, living on their endowments or carried on as 
private undertakings, until the state found it necessary to draw them 
together into something like a homogeneous system, greatly to their 
advantage. The great Public Schools, on the other hand, still 
remain wholly autonomous, and the result is that a far better educa- 
tion can generally be obtained at a modest grammar school than 
anybody can obtain at Harrow or Winchester; they are backwaters, 
untouched and unaffected by the great current of European progress. 
France and Germany, however, have gone to the other extreme. The 
story of the French Minister of Public Instruction, who, taking out 
his watch, remarked proudly" "At this moment every child in France 
is doing a dictation," is probably not true, but it indicates the kind 
of danger to be avoided. 

The difficulty, in fact, is as old as the hills. The only thing 
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worth saying about it is, that a bad system must be very bad indeed 
if it can prevent a good school from doing good work; and a good 
system must be amazingly good if it is to inspire the teacher who 
has neither professional knowledge nor individual enthusiasm. The 
only alternative to a national system is educational chaos, which in 
its turn would undoubtedly affect every other form of national 
activity. We are not likely to solve our educational problems quite 
differently from every other European country; on the other hand, 
we have all their past experience, their experiments and their mistakes 
to learn from, so that in one sense we should start at an advantage. 
It is possible that we may devise in this country a system that 
will combine all the advantages of systematic organisation and of 
individual autonomy. We might, for example, develop some method 
of training teachers that would impart to them not only the profes- 
sional knowledge, without which the educator is a charlatan, but 
also the high enthusiasm and lofty national ideals, without which 
his work must always remain unfruitful. But whatever way Irish 
education may develop, its welfare must always rest ultimately with 
the individual teacher. And the Irish teacher who really possesses 
the gift of teaching will always have the instinct to become a foster- 
father to his pupils; it is in his blood. While grass grows and water 
runs, the inhabitants of this island will be Irish; it would save us a 
good deal of worry if we would only leave this fact to take care of 
itself; we could then concentrate our energies on the problem of so 
training Irish children that they may grow into women and men 
inferior in no respect, physically, morally, or intellectually, to any 
other in the world. 

We demand that Irish education shall be made Irish- a 
reasonable and moderate demand surely, if ever there was one. 
There is reason for this demand. But if our demand were granted, 
if our education were made as Irish as could be, we should still have 
all the practical problems of education before us. The education 
of France is French and the education of England is English, but 
that does not prevent these countries from being obsessed by constant 
and insistent difficulties. The main difficulty in education is teaching, 
and teaching is highly-skilled professional work. To assume that 
enthusiasm would be sufficient equipment for a teacher is as fallacious 
as to assume that enthusiasm would be sufficient equipment for a 
physician. Educational work requires expert knowledge quite as 
much as the building of a bridge or the treatment of a case of 
typhoid fever. There are questions of what ought to be taught, and 
when it ought to be taught, and how it ought to be taught, and it 
requires to be stated emphatically that these questions are not lnmatters 
of general opinion, but of scientific fact. I boldly assert that, owing 
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to the ignorance and apathy of those who have charge of it, Irish 
education at present does more harm than good to the minds and 
bodies of the children who are its unfortunate victims. Europe has 
accumulated a very considerable mass of scientific information about 
education, to which each country has made its peculiar contribution. 
Efficient, up-to-date education means education which takes advantage 
of this knowledge-in so far, at least, as to avoid doing violence to 
the intellectual faculties of the children with whom we have to deal. 
If we want to teach a subject as well as possible, we must find out 
and make use of the best methods; the methods of teaching most 
subjects in most Irish schools are bad, and more calculated to 
embarrass the pupil than to help him. (I make an exception of 
Mr. Pearse's school, of which I happen to have some knowledge). 
If it is natural for a pupil to learn a subject inductively, for example, 
and if the teacher insists on teaching it deductively, the result is not 
only that progress in the subject is retarded, but that the pupil's 
intellect is blunted and interest dies. By the use of right methods 
more progress can be made in a subject in one year than by bad 
methods in four years. 

Irish architecture (whenever we have any) ought to be distinc- 
tively Irish; yet the knowledge and training which constitute the 
equipment of the architect must always remain the same in all 
countries. Geometry will never take on any national characteristics, 
and the laws of dynamics will always remain in all countries the 
same. And so it is with education. When Ireland finds herself, 
she will discover that the matters she has in common with the rest 
of the human family are both more numerous and more important than those that are peculiar to herself. At present she has chiefly to learn from the rest of Europe. She need not hesitate to do so. 
There is not an important country in Europe whose Education Office 
has not attached to it a department whose function is to keep in 
touch with and report upon educational progress in other countries; the peoples of Europe, in fact, are busily engaged in learning from each other*-France and Germany are making an effort to introduce 
England's fine tradition of outdoor games; England has much to 
learn from both, and all countries go to Sweden to learn about manual 
training and gymnastics. The chief need of Irish education at 
present is that it should be made efficient and up-to-date; we owe it to the children of this country that we should adopt such methods 
of teaching as will do good, and not harm, to their minds and their 

*At the time of going to press they are busily engaged in killing each 
other.-E.C.K. 
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bodies. There is no other circumstance whatever that may affect so 
profoundly the Irish nation of the future. I feel strongly on this 
matter, for I am convinced that the state of our education bears no 
real relationship to the gifts of our people, whose quick sympathies 
and intellectual qualities fit them to distinguish themselves in this 
direction more perhaps that in any other form of national activity. 
And if we devote ourselves zealously to this work, I am not without 
faith that we shall in time-perhaps not in our time, but in the time 
of those who come after us-make, as a country, a contribution to 
education that will be valuable, and characteristic, and Irish. 

Postscripl.-The above was written about July 3oth; I have 
since read with great interest the article in the last number of this 
Review, entitled " The Ideal of the State in Education," by Proinnsias 
Airmeas, so full of courageous and vigorous thought. I was pessi- 
mistic enough to suggest that there were perhaps only two persons 
interested in the future of Irish education; I am compelled at least 
to raise my estimate immediately to three r And I am not without 
hope that we shall soon have some courageous and vigorous thought 
on this subject, so vital to the future of our people.-E.C.K. 
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